Dissolution of tungsten coils does not produce systemic toxicity, but leads to elevated levels of tungsten in the serum and recanalization of the previously occluded vessel.
To evaluate the failure of mechanically detachable spirals produced from tungsten (MDS, Balt, Montmorency, France) and the toxicity of elevated levels of tungsten in the serum subsequent to their implantation. We reviewed findings in 21 patients in whom tungsten coils had been used to occlude pathologic vessels, aneurysms and fistulas between 1996 and 1999. We achieved clinical follow-up, and measured renal and hepatic function, in 14 of the 21 patients. Decreased radiopacity of the coils was observed in 9 of 13 patients who had follow-up fluoroscopy during repeat cardiac catheterization. Repeat angiography of the vessel occluded by the coil was performed in 7 patients, 5 of whom showed recanalization. Levels of tungsten in the serum were analyzed 6 to 35 months after implantation of coils in 8 patients. The mean concentration was 6.43 micrograms/l, with a range from 2 to 14.4 micrograms/l, normal values being less than 0.2 microgram/l. Tungsten coils may dissolve over time and lead to markedly elevated levels of tungsten in the serum, with recanalization of previously occluded vessels. Despite lack of clinical and laboratory data in patients with elevated levels of tungsten in the serum, our study suggests that the clinical use of mechanically detachable coils produced from tungsten should no longer be recommended.